
Media Reporting on Suicides on the 

Railroad Rights-of-Way 
 Bianka Mejia 

The National Transportation Systems Center 

Advancing transportation innovation for the public good 

U.S. Department of Transportation 

Office of the Secretary of Transportation 

John A. Volpe National Transportation Systems Center 

August 5, 2015 



2 

Team 

 Michael Coplen (sponsor) – Federal Railroad Administration, Office of 
Research and Development 

 

 Scott Gabree, Ph.D. – Volpe Center 

 

 Stephanie Chase, Ph.D. – Volpe Center 

 

 Cassandra Cantu – Volpe Center 

 

 Danielle Hiltunen – Volpe Center 

 

 Ann Doucette, Ph.D. – George Washington University 

 

 Michael Martino – Association of American Railroads 



3 

Overview 

 How does media coverage affect suicides? 

 What guidelines exist to help media outlets? 

 What are media outlets currently doing?  
 Volpe center research effort 

 What can railroads do? 

 Where do we go from here? 
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How does media coverage affect suicides? 

 Widespread coverage of suicide in the media has been linked 
to copycat suicides 

 
 Werther Effect: A subsequent rise in imitative, or copycat, suicides following a 

widely publicized suicide.1,2 

 

 Examples in Europe, particularly Austria and Germany have 
shown  that when news reports appeared about railway 
suicides, the number of deaths by railway suicides increased 
dramatically.3 

 
 

. 

 

 
1. Kim J-H, Park E-C, Nam J-M, Park S, Cho J, Kim S-J, et al. (2013) The Werther Effect of Two Celebrity Suicides: an Entertainer 
and a Politician.  

2. Phillips D P: The influence of suggestion on suicide: substantive and theoretical implications of the Werther effect.  
3. Ladwig, K. H., Kunrath, S., Lukaschek, K., & Baumert, J. (2012).  
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What guidelines exist to help media 

outlets?  

 Different guidelines available internationally 

 

 

 US Based Organizations Link to guidelines 

American Foundation for Suicide Prevention 
(AFSP)  
 

https://www.afsp.org/news-events/for-the-media/reporting-on-
suicide 

National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) 
 

www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/suicide-
prevention/recommendations-for-reporting-on-suicide.shtml 
 

Suicide Prevention Research Center (SPRC) http://www.sprc.org/sites/sprc.org/files/library/sreporting.pdf 
 

Note: ALL guidelines are voluntary.   

International Organizations Link to guidelines 

Mindframe - Australia 
 

http://www.mindframe-media.info/ 
 

Samaritans - UK http://www.samaritans.org/sites/default/files/kcfinder/files/press/10
%20things%20to%20remember%20when%20reporting%20suicide.pdf 

World Health Organization (WHO) http://www.who.int/mental_health/prevention/suicide/resource_media.pdf 
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Guidelines for responsible reporting 
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Volpe Center Research Effort 

Reviewed current media coverage, focused on 4 
guidelines: 

 

1. Use of the word “suicide” in the headline  

2. Use of images or video that depict the method or location 
of a suicide 

3. Ensure death is not reported as a suicide until it has been 
confirmed as a suicide by official sources 

4. Promote help-seeking 
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Methodology 

Objective: Collect and analyze one years’ worth of media reports describing 

pedestrian trespass/suicide  rail related incidents in the US. (Sep 2013 – Aug 2014) 

Identified search 
terms 

Set up google 
alerts 

Read/coded  
media reports 

Matched 
media reports 
to FRA incident 

reports 

Attempted  to 
collect any 

missing media 
reports 

One year’s 
worth of 

data 
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Data Overview 
 

Timeframe: September 2013- August 2014 (12 months) 

Number of unique FRA  incidents that had  at least one media report: 658 

Total number of media articles gathered: 1179 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Note: 723 of the total FRA trespass and suicide casualties were fatalities and 410 
were injuries.   
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Sample Size  

Timeframe: September 2013- August 2014 (12 months) 

• Of 155 unique suicide incidents 297 media reports were collected 
•  Of  503 unique trespass incidents 911 media reports were collected 
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“Suicide” in the Headline  

Media Articles of FRA  
Reported Suicide Casualties 

Media Articles of FRA  
Reported Trespass Casualties 

Based on FRA data retrieved June 2015 

n = 297 n = 911 
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Examples of “Suicide” in the Headline  
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Images in Report 

33% suicide in the headline  

Media reports of FRA reported 
suicide casualties   

Media reports of FRA reported 
trespass casualties   

6%  suicide in the headline 

  

<1% <1% 

n=297 n=911 
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Examples of images in reports` 



16 

Who is the media quoting? 

n=297 
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Officials noting suicide as cause of death 

n= 102  articles that reported cause of death  
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Reports that promote help seeking 

• 2 out of 297 of the FRA reported suicides media reports 
promoted help seeking information. 102 out of 297 covered the 
incident as a suicide 

• San Diego County Crisis Line: 1-888-724-7240 
 

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255 

 



19 

What can railroads do? 

 

Encourage local media to use guidelines/ remind them of 
the guidelines 

 

Develop a  systematic approach for what information to 
provide to the media and how to frame it 

 

Avoid speculating about cause of death or specific details  
about the incident 
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Where do we go from here? 

 Development of railroad specific media guidelines 
 Figure out ways to improve and disseminate to the media 

 Look at impact of social media 
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